This paper explores Hector Berlioz's tempestuous relationship with Shakespearean actress Harriet Smithson, its connection to his Symphonie Fantastique, and the lack of scholarship surrounding these subjects. Using collections of Berlioz's memoirs and letters to analyze their twenty-six-year relationship, this paper notes the lack of emphasis, within music scholarship, on Berlioz's mistreatment of Smithson. In addition, this paper draws on the works of Jessica Valenti, Fabio Mariani and Sherry B. Ortner to analyze and relate conceptions of virginity, particularly the purity myth, to Hector Berlioz's letters. Finally, it suggests that the current scholarship continues to reinforce Berlioz's historical legacy as an esteemed Romantic composer, despite contemporary discussions of "locker room talk" and sexual misconduct, and their appearance within the literature.
the symphony. 3 The beloved's rejection-or perceived rejection-of the musician's love leads him to overdose on opium, not killing him but subjecting him to a nightmare wherein he has murdered his beloved. In his dream, he is punished by public execution and mocked in the afterlife by ghouls, monsters, and witches-including his beloved, whose melody is far more "trivial and grotesque" by the finale. 4 Symphonie fantastique, in a myriad of ways, was written for and about Harriet Smithson (1800-54), the Anglo-Irish Shakespearean actress with whom Berlioz was enamoured and obsessed. 5 P. L. Wolf suggests that the program to Symphonie fantastique was "born [sic] out of Berlioz's despair" that Miss Smithson did not reciprocate his feelings. 6 Jeffrey Langford expands on this, stating that "the symphonic exposé of Berlioz's unrequited love for the Irish actress Harriet Smithson marked a new fusion of music and literature in the nineteenth century." 7 That is to say, Smithson is often understood only as the muse that inspired Berlioz's composition; however, this is but one side of the narrative, and it scarcely reveals anything regarding the real-life interactions between the musician and his "beloved." The story of Harriet Smithson and Hector Berlioz is multi-faceted and complex; yet, the scholarship regarding their relationship leaves out many critical details that contextualize and explain their meeting, their marriage, and the musical works that Smithson inspired Berlioz to write.
Alternatively, this essay offers a more comprehensive chronology between Hector Berlioz's first encounter with Harriet Smithson and her death. Additionally, it observes how certain well-respected resources on the subject show a bias in Berlioz's favour by omitting crucial details of his and Smithson's lives. It concludes by considering a twenty-first-century approach to Berlioz, especially in light of such topics as American "locker room" talk, Donald Trump and recent movements to combat sexual violence in public and professional spheres.
La vie de deux artistes
Among the many details sometimes confused are the specifics of Berlioz and Smithson's interaction prior to Symphonie fantastique's performance. Berlioz the convulsion produced on my mind by the work of the great poet whom she interpreted. 9 Berlioz and Smithson did not meet at this performance; and while Berlioz was enamoured with her, she did not know who he was. 10 As is apparent in a letter written to his dear friend and poet Humbert Ferrand, Berlioz was frustrated that Smithson was not yet acquainted with him: "Oh! Unhappy woman! If she could for one moment conceive all the poetry, all the infinity of such a love, she would fly to my arms, even if she must die from my embrace." 11 In Berlioz's eyes, he was doing everything he could to make her notice him, but felt that she did not recognize it. 12 Soon after, Berlioz encountered false rumours that Miss Smithson was romantically involved with her manager. 13 He took this scandal as a personal offense, writing in another letter to Ferrand, I pity her and despise her. She is an ordinary woman, gifted with an instinctive genius for expressing lacerations of the human soul that she has never felt, and incapable of conceiving a great and noble passion such as mine for her. 14 This newfound hatred of Smithson, based on a rumour is in stark contrast to his obsessive love for her. It is also what led him to compose the final two movements of Symphonie fantastique. In particular, his anger inspired having the "beloved" return in the finale as "only a prostitute, fit to take part in such an orgy." 15 At this point, Berlioz and Smithson still had not met.
Berlioz's concert on December 9, 1832 featured Symphonie fantastique with a "toned-down" program; the sole change being that all five movements were part of the opium hallucination, instead of only the last two. 16 This concert also featured Symphonie fantastique's sequel, a monodrama titled The Return to Life, or just Lélio. Within this play, Lélio, again representing Berlioz, mentions "the Juliet, the Ophelia whom my heart cries out for…," revealing to Smithson that Berlioz was referencing her. 17 When Berlioz and Smithson finally met a day after this concert, Berlioz was quickly fixated on her to the point of obsession. Less than a week later, he wrote the following letter to her:
If you do not desire my death, in the name of pity (I dare not say of love) let me know when I can see you. I cry mercy, pardon on my knees, between my sobs!!! Oh, wretch that I am, I did not think I deserved all that I suffer, but I bless the blows that come from your hand. await your reply like the sentence of my judge. 18 Berlioz's fixation with Smithson soon escalated to an interest in marriage. On December 18, 1832, still less than two weeks after first meeting Smithson, Berlioz asserted their supposed romantic fate in a letter to Liszt, who had also attended his double-feature of Symphonie fantastique and Lélio: 19 There is no question of our marrying at the moment.
[…] I shall never leave her. It is my destiny. She understands me. If it is a mistake, I must be allowed to make it; she will brighten the last moments of my life which, I hope, will not be a long one. 20 It remains unclear whether or not Smithson truly reciprocated Berlioz's adoration for her, but his letters claim that she did. Berlioz marrying him was the best option for her. To pressure her into marrying him, Berlioz took a lethal overdose of opium in front of her-Berlioz, a former medical student and opium addict, knew very well how much could kill himand would only agree to take a life-saving emetic if she promised to marry him. 22 Smithson, likely not wanting to be implicated in the death of the great Hector Berlioz, succumbed to his threat, and the two were married on October 3, 1833 at the British Embassy in Paris. 23 According to Edward T. Cone, the history of Symphonie fantastique should end on that day, "the wedding day of Hector Berlioz and his Henriette, with the hope that the two live happily ever after." 24 It is notable that Cone never mentioned Berlioz's suicide attempt, opting instead to gloss over and write only that the two were married, similar to many other scholars that neglect to include important details of their courtship.
This violent and possessive interaction is very rarely detailed as much as it was in Peter Bloom's "Berlioz and Liszt 'in the Locker Room,'" and the dynamic of this courtship is treated as a minor detail by writers like MacDonald, whose Grove Music article on Berlioz mentions that "after a bizarre and stormy courtship, they were married" with no further explanation. 25 The second-last sentence of this letter reveals Berlioz's opinion of Smithson: that he thought of her as a sexual object rather than a wife. Bloom speculates that the "experiment" Berlioz refers to was a way to boast about his own sexual performance. He jokes that Berlioz might have been referring to "the result of having attempted to lead his bride through the thousand-and-one stations of passion and ecstasy." 30 Bloom finds Berlioz's "indelicate confidence" dishonourable, commenting that his mention of Smithson's virginity "unwittingly reduces the history of a woman to the story of her body." 31 Berlioz wrote to Ferrand with a solemn, almost defensive tone, as if to declare for certain that Smithson had not been sexually active before meeting him, which contrasts the disrespectful letter which Berlioz sent to Liszt. 32 Sexual interactions, at the time, were very private details which no honourable man should disclose. 33 This social standard makes Berlioz's declaration to Liszt and Ferrand of having deflowered his wife more surprising and appalling.
Bloom also examines the possibility that, Smithson was not a "virgin" and Berlioz claimed that she was, for the sake of their reputation. 34 Jessica Valenti connects presentday and historical concepts of "purity" to abstinence-only sex education, which promotes "that boys want sex and 29. Berlioz to Franz Liszt, October 7, 1833, in Correspondance génerale, 119, quoted in Bloom, "Berlioz and Liszt," 83. 30. Bloom, "Berlioz and Liszt," 85. 31. Ibid, 76. 32. Ibid, 85. 33. Ibid, 76. 34. Ibid, 84. they'll do anything to have it, and girls own sex and have to […] be the gatekeepers of sexuality." 35 According to Valenti, "virginity has become the easy answer-the morality quick fix. You can be vapid, stupid and unethical, but so long as you've never had sex, you're a "good" (i.e., "moral") girl and therefore worthy of praise." 36 The "good girl" concept is also a reflection of the economic value placed on a woman's virginity; Fabio Mariani acknowledges that "in many (modern) societies, being a 'good' girl increases the potential for personal status mobility: in this respect, virginity plays the same role as a dowry, enhancing the girl's value for a higher-status spouse." 37 Thus, Smithson, as a respected actress and also publicly associated with Hector Berlioz, would have benefited greatly from being perceived as a "good girl"-a revealing detail overlooked by most scholarship about the two.
This 'purity' myth-that virginity and abstinence can be used to determine a woman's worth-gives context to Smithson's situation. 38 Given the amount of discussion surrounding women being treated as property of either their father or husband, and the socioeconomic benefits of 'chastity' to a woman, it would be better for both Smithson and Berlioz if nobody thought that she had been "claimed" by someone before their marriage. Berlioz, on one hand, would not be ridiculed for engaging with a wanton woman, and Smithson would be more respected for having 'saved' herself for her husband. This context certainly makes more sense of Berlioz's insistence that he deflowered her, yet it is often overlooked by scholars who neglect to research the full depth of their relationship.
The two letters regarding Smithson's virginity were excluded from both Hugh MacDonald's Selected Letters, and Jacques Barzun's New Letters of Berlioz 1830 Berlioz -1869 . This shows a lack of emphasis on the harmful nature of their relationship, where mentioning Berlioz's objectification of Smithson would drastically change the perspective of this period of their lives, perhaps souring the good name of a composer as prevalent as Berlioz.
Berlioz and Smithson's marriage, unsurprisingly, quickly grew more toxic. One potential reason is that Berlioz often compared Harriet Smithson to a Shakespearean character, basing his infatuation with her on the way he saw her on the stage. Hugh MacDonald argues that Berlioz fell out of love with Smithson because he was ultimately disappointed that she could never be the Juliet or Ophelia that Lélio cried out for. 39 Some authors try to place more direct blame on Smithson, like Wolf, who called her "an alcoholic and a shrew, […] an excellent actress whose star had eclipsed." Generally, Smithson is blamed for the failure of the relationship-either she could not live up to 39. MacDonald, "Berlioz, (Louis-) Hector," Grove Music.
her husband's expectations, or she was simply a bad person and wife. 40 For all of his possessive obsession with Smithson, Berlioz was also paradoxically unfaithful to her towards the end of their marriage. He eventually married the singer Marie Recio, who had been his mistress for twelve years, from a year before his divorce in 1844 up until Smithson became ill and died ten years later. 41 However, to Berlioz's credit, he cared for Smithson up until her death in 1854, "and retained a warmth of affection for what she had meant to him and for her inspiring qualities as an artist." 42 When she passed away, as he mentions in his seventy-sixth memoir, he was heartbroken by her fall from fame and eventual death. 43
Approaching Berlioz Sensitively in 2019
The final twenty-six years of Harriet Smithson-Berlioz's life were ceaselessly occupied by Hector Berlioz. The extent to which her own achievements as a Shakespearean actress, and her influences on his life, are understated in scholarship on Berlioz is concerning, considering the closeness between the two. Few biographies were written on Smithson herself, and even in Berlioz's biographies, his longest and dearest relationship is largely absent. Furthermore, this information has the potential to bring a new perspective to Berlioz's life and music, especially Symphonie fantastique. There is a noticeable pattern of the omission of specific, damnatory information, pertaining to Berlioz's opinions and treatment of Smithson. This skews the way that contemporary musicologists, historians, and professors approach Berlioz-often in his favour.
Bloom himself, a prominent scholar of Berlioz, refers to his "vierge" letter to Liszt as "locker room" discussion, a fairly modern term in American politics that "refers to the unelevated discourse that is characteristic of men, even those of educated station, as they shower and dress after sports in the room where they have stored their clothes," but which extends beyond the locker room itself. 44 The most prominent and recent example of locker room talk is Donald Trump's 2005 conversation with Billy Bush, which was caught on a live microphone. In the recording, Trump and an unknown speaker-presumably Bush-discuss in violent, lewd detail women's bodies and Trump's attempts to pressure women into having sex. 45 This leaked conversation sparked scandal, controversy, and outrage at the eventual president for his blatant disregard for women. If Berlioz's letter to Liszt is to be considered as the same sort of "locker room" banter in which Trump and Bush were implicated, why then is there no similar discussion about Symphonie fantastique?
The answer lies, concluding where I began, with Jeffrey Langford's claim that Berlioz's treatment of the image of Harriet Smithson in Symphonie fantastique birthed a whole new legacy of Romanticism. The darker side of Berlioz's interactions with Smithson before and during their marriage holds crucial contextual information pertaining to Berlioz's life and music, but excluding that information may serve to protect a more positive-if incomplete-notion of how we continue to consider Berlioz today.
